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about this zine 


J , 4 Sura Evans 
HiT T (Yx Tolia. ç @b0rk 


blog: jvns.ca 


T dont always feel like a wizard, Tm not the most 
Experienced member on my team, like most people I find 
my work difficult sometimes, and I have a TON TO LEARN. 


But over the past S years Tve learned a few things that 
have helped me. We'll talk about : 


- how asking dumb questions iS actually a superpower 
- debugging tools that help you FEEL like a wizard 

- how learning to write a design doc has helped me 
-how to approach learning a complex system 


- reading the source code to your dependencies and 
why that's useful 


This zine definitely won't teach you to be a wizard 


by itself, but hopefully it has one or two useful 
tips! 


A lot of it is aimed at me, a \ittle earlier 
in my career Ù 


take on hard projects 


To wrap op, Let's talk about one last wizard skill: confidence 
When there's a hard project , sometimes T think: 










Im not sure, may be 
Someone better than 
me should work on this 
and I imag ine this æ magical $ human: 

odes Knows everything 
realy fast `~ A i: s about everg technology 
* 


Understands the ~ * 
business well 


x 
x & great communicator 
SC has time for the project 


| 20 years of experience 
IN programming: 


— were changing the tech we use all the time 
— every project is different and it's rarely 
obvious how to do ¿F 


"Së there aren't many experts and they certainly 
don't have time to do everything . 
So instead , L take myself : 


learns fast, 


works hard — GC 
6 years of J" x 
experience 
Qood at Z 
de bugging 


figure “someone's gotta do this”, 
write down a plan, and get 
started! A lot of the time it 
turns out well, I learn something, 


and feel a little more like a 
y 
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How to be a Wizard 


Programmer 


who can do any thing (takes a very long time) 


Q) ASK QUESTIONS. As long as there are people around 
you who know things You dont, ask them how to do things. 
Dumb questi ons. Scary To: ask questions. 

Your questions will get less dumb fast. 


Run into a problem your coworkers don’t know 
how to solve either. 
@ DECIDE You witl FIGURE OUT HOW TO 


SOLVE THE PROBLEM ANYWAY 
(this is very hard but sometimes it works J) 


The more programming I do, the more issues T run into where: 
-TI dont know 
- my colleagues don't know 
- Google doesn't know 
-we gotta Figure it out anyway 


When this happens, T think: 





Right, this is why they pay a 


human witha brain (melt) 






d a d 


who Con investigate and learn 





This zine is about what the skill of “Figure 
it out anyway" looks like. 





it's not too late to start learning 


T started learning Linux in high school, in 2003. Tn 2013, 
after using ił every day for IÔ years, I realized 
some thing kind of scary’. 










um... I dont know 
What the Linux kernel 


DOES at all Ir 


Solia, 2013 
There were all KINOS of concepts that I either 


didn't understand or didn't even know ex isted + 


' Fie descriptor | 
COU scheduling eG con 


Sust today (in 2017) L realized T don't folly understand 
how Linux users /groups work . No big dell T picked op my 
Copy of “The Liaux Programming Interface" , read 
Chapter H. and now T understand. 






today is the 
best day to 
Start learning ! 
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Asking good questions “a 
















One of my favourite tools for learning is asking when I start writin 3 i+ people who 
Questions of all the awesome People I know! S Understand the Project 
` - mm, T haén't better 

pe J' a "3 = , aon 
who. IA good questi ays thought about how A ' 
good questions: that part should OS d my team! 
ware easy for the person to answer Work before I my manager! A. other 
wrote it down! teams | 
* get you the information yav're looking for VIY 


Here are some strategies foc asking them; 
designing small projects: (hen people disagree 


State what you know Th: 
ate wnat you Kno [ his helps because still useful (and it goes well) 


so, I know when the 


database gets a lo d 30 minutes writin T dont think ) 
of writes, the hard what I know e EE EN 3 this is ae 


drive can't keep up. @ right... 
- Tim less likely to get answers 7 

thats right J 1 that are too basic or too 

don't think that was 


Our problem though, advanced Wë Figure out a better 
look at this. -~ : plan together T 


- Im forced to think about 


3 months into the 


guess what the project 


Trying to guess what the answer might be 


ans š 
e EH e the question Do wé have S 1523 huh, this is a lot Original plan what actually 
'9 e makes me think and balancers because we get easier now | happened 


a lot of A 
Can Sometimes hej p dheri oT o HTTP requests ? CA A x O 


N Ooo 
See what Krad of answer actually we just OO Hboooo 
Im loo King foe. want to be sure its N 7 
ok if one goes daun designs always change d 
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read the Source code 


Okay, but ysu cant ALWAYS ask people questions | 
Sometimes: 

~ theres no documentation 

— Your coworkecs are bus 

> or they don't know the answer 

> or Dou want to know A LOT more details 

than it is really reasonable to ask about 

ll 


I would be 
DELIGRTED 


Linux kernel 
Source 


Luckily, we have open source 





T have an extremely 
specific question 
about the Linux 
kernel 






One day, Z wanted to know if T 

Could configure o. socket on Linux to 

not gueve connections. I Goagled and cot some 
conflicting, answers. But one of the Stack Overflow answels 
liaked directly to the KERNELS 


It looked basically, like: hacdcoded constant ! 


backleg= max(backlag, &) 


So it's impossible to set the backlog to 0. 
Tu always end up being at least W 


lear ning on my own 


Go to a conference 


especial inan area 
LI don't Know well 
(like Linux Kernel networking) 


implement Something 
that seems hard 


gzip! tcp! keyboard driver @ 
debugger f 


try a new Too | 






ick a concept + 


spend % hours on it hmm can I debug 


ç Python with adb? 


“Chow many 
requests /sec 
can Í serve 

with Flask? 





b-trees¥ epollf asynciof 


Adrian Coluec's 
“The Morning Paper ` 
has amazing paper 


Summaries 
k e 
teach /blog ite 
x * 


A huge part of my learning process is teaching as T learn! 
Reasons it helps: 







< 


— it forces me to realize 
when I don't actuall 


understand something 
well yet 


o° (How *does* asynchronouS (wait, L didat realize 
programming work ¢ Unix groups did that 


Ri E bosic questions 
IS impo ant 
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debuogino: w love your bugs e 


thanks to Allison Kaptur for teaching me this attitude ( 
she has a great talk called Love Youc Bugs 


Debugging isa oreat way to learn. First: the hacsh 
reality of buas in your code isa qood way to reveal 
problems with your mental model. 
error: too many 
openfiles 


pe ogram 






T can't just open aS 
mony files as T want? 
Interesting, 1 







Fixing, bugs is also a qood way to learn to write 
more reliable code? 


o0? 





hmm, Í should put in error 
hond ling here in case that 





dota base query times out 





Also, GO get to solve a mystery and get immediate 
feedback about whether you were right or not. 


e d ech See Ee an idea) 


errors 
ES £ COdin i+ k 


Nobody, writes great code without writing + Fixing lots of 
bugs. So lets talk about debugging Skills a bit! 


how I got better 
at debugging 





d Remember the bug is happening 


fora logical reason. 


Ti's never magic. Really. Even when it makes no sense. 


[Be confident L can fix it 


before: S IS: a now: a 
p Talk to my wos 
/ know my SE toolkit 


before: 





well Ive fixed 
alot of hard 


bugs before 






NOW: 





T want to know 
$ THING bot I 

don't Know how 
to Find out 








J most importantly: - leacned to like it 


ae no ° TIK T: 
before: Se $. nK T m 









about +o learn 
SomeThino 






N facial ex pression: 
determination 


